Detection of rearranged T cell receptor beta-chain gene and induction of cytolytic function in interleukin 2-responsive day 14-15 murine fetal thymocytes.
A subpopulation of interleukin 2 (IL 2) receptor-positive day 14-15 murine fetal thymocytes can be induced by recombinant IL 2 to proliferate over prolonged time periods in dissociated cell cultures. The proliferating day 14-15 fetal thymocytes exhibit no cytolytic effector function, nor do they rearrange T cell receptor beta chain genes. This contrasts with thymic organ cultures in which day 14-15 thymocytes do rearrange beta chain genes and give rise to immunocompetent cells. However, such events can also take place in dissociated cell cultures, provided the IL 2-responsive thymocytes are cultured on syngeneic feeder cells in the presence of IL 2 and the mitogen concanavalin A. Under such conditions rearrangement of the beta chain gene complex becomes detectable and cytolytic effector cells are generated. The frequency of inducible cytolytic precursor cells in day 14-15 thymocytes is 1/7000. These data either imply that immunocompetent cells are already present in the day 14-15 fetal thymus, or differentiation from precursors to immunocompetent cells must occur in dissociated cell cultures.